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Old POlitical parties are losing 
relevance, not just elections 

erecent study that I did 
for a client where I ana­

performance bypolit­
ical parties since the return to 
multiparty democracy, I real­
ised something that most ofus 
have long known but not given 
attention- Uganda's older p0-
litical parties such as the Dem­
ocratic Party (DP), Ugapda Peo- . 
ples.Congress (UPC),Conserv­
ative Party (CP) and Forum for 
Democratic Change (FDC) are 
facing an uncomfortable re­
ality that can no longer be ex­
plained away by repression, un­
fair rules or bad luck. 

An analysis of electoiaJ. per­
formance shows that these par­
ties are no longer losing elec­
tions narrowly but they are fail­
ing to compete meaningfully. 

In the 2021 General Election, 
DPwon 9 out of529 parliamen­
tary seats or 1.7 percent of Par­
liament while its presidential 
candidate had roughly 0.56 
percent of the vote. 

By 2026, that ~umber has fall­
en further to 6 seats, barely 1 
percent of the HollSe-

FDC, once the backbone of or­
ganised opposition,has frac­
tured and steadily lost par­
liamentary and presidential · 
ground fro~ 37.39 percent of 
votes cast in 2006 to 3.2 percent 
in 2021 and now 1.8 percent in 
2026 while also losing its num­
bers in Parliament from 37 out 

: .. they risko e- . 
coming per­
manent foot­
notes.in the 
democracy 
they once hel-

. ped buil~~ 

resents a long-term structural 
collapse. 

What has changed? Ugan­
da's political settlement has 
evolved but the old parties 
largely have not-Parliament 
has expanded from 126 seats in 
1980 to over 550 todayyet Op­
position representation has 
shrunk in relative and abso­
lute terms . . 

Independent candidates now 
dominate nominations with 
over 60 percent in recent elec­
tions wIrile legacy parties-ac­
countfor single-digit percent­
ages.In 2021,DP nominated on­
ly 4.7 percent of parliamentary 
candidates andjust L2 percent 
of special interest group candi­
dates. That is not repression; it 
is organisational failure. 

The uncomfortable truth is 
this: many ofl)ganda's histor­
ic parties now function less as 
competitive electoral machines 
and more as sy'mbolic guaran­
tors of political plillalism. 

They exist, they speak, they 
endorse,they commemo­
rate but they do not serious­
lythreaten power or even pro­
vide viable political and poli­
cy alterna,tives.Participation in 
elections has increasingly be­
come ritualistic, aimed at pre­
serving relevance rather than 
winning authority. 

• This should worry any­
one who cares about demo­
cratic competition and deep­
eningmultipartydispensa­
tion.A dominant party system 
thrives not only on state pow­
er but also on a weak,f'ragrTI.ent­
ed and nostalgic Opposition. 
When parties rely on history 
~ead of strategy, moral au- . 
t1lority instead of mobilisation 
-and names instead of numbers, 
they surrender the future while 
celebrating.the past.In the 
2025/ 26 general elections, there 
were 21,681,491 i-eglstered vot­
ers,ofwhom 10 million were 
aged 18-30years.Withacoun­
try where the average age is be­
low 17 years, it is suicidal to rely 
on history and legacy alone. 

SUffice to say; if dehberately 
used,legacy is an asset.By stra­
tegic recahbration,rebuilding 
constituency structures,invest-

of319 seats in the 8th Parlia- ing in youth leadership beyond 
ment to 9 seats in the upcom- tokenism, collaborating with 
ing 12th Parliament. other parties and abandoning 

The UPC formed Uganda's the illusion that every election 
first post colonial government requires a symbolic presiden-
with 35 out 82 seats in Parlia- tial candidate, these ailing po-
ment in 1962 but now boosts 9 litical parties can recover and "-
out of 529 seats in the current engage beyond participation to 
Parliament- meaningful competition. 

After the abysmal perfor- The data shows that Ugan-
mance in the 2006 and 2011 da does not suffer from a short-
general elections where it post- age of political parties ratherit 
ed 0.8 percent and 1.58 percent is a shortage of electorally seri-
of the presidential votes re- ous ones. 
spectfully;the party has retreat- IfDP, UPC, CP and FDC are un-
ed from executive contestation. willing to confront this reali-

The fact that none of these tv, they risk becoming perma-
parties today commands dou- nent footnotes in the democ-
ble-digit parliamentary rep- racy they once helped build. 
resentation or a credible na- Whereas history will remem-
tional presidential vote share ber them kindly; the voters al-
is not a temporary dil? ~ut rep- ready have not-

I Mr Prosper Mubangizi is a pol~ economy and public policy 
specialist. . 
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Opinions 

Sleep deprivation costs learners schools can take. Students can set fixed 
study times, avoid late-night cramming,lim­
it screen use. before bed and treat sleep as 
part of their study plan. Maintaining regu­
lar schedules,creating supportive environ­
ments and ensuring access to decent bed­
ding can prevent long-term health prob­
lems. 

n Uganda, as in many parts of the world, 
waking up before dawn to study or work 
has become almost a badge of honour. 
Sleep is often treated as a luxury, and 
those who wake up late are sometimes 
viewed as lazy. 

Meanwhile, there is pride in sleepingjust 
a few hours anight,asifitrefiects discipline 
or commitment-But this culture of early ris­
ing and long hours may be quietly harming 
our children, affecting their academic, emo­
tional and physical wellbeing. 

In schools, the pursuit of academic excel­
lence qfte.l:l comes at the expense of some­
thing essential: quality sleep. 

In many schools,students are expected to 
recover lost learning time through·extend­
ed lessons, often beginning before sunrise. 
With recent government-mandated exten­
sions to school reopening, these sessions 
may become more common.Longhours 
have gradually become normalised,driven 
by teachers and students eager for academ­
ic success, but rarely questioning the cost-

Other factors contnbute to sleep depri­
vation. Girls may lose sleep due to house­
hold chores or menstrual pain. Noise in 
sch~l environments, television and inter­
net streaming,and overloaded timetables 
all play a role.Howev~excessive academ­
ic p~·remains one of the most signif­
icant contributors,refiecting bow schools 
prioritise performance,examinations and 
rankiIigs, while giving limited attention to 
fest and holistic development. 

Sleep deprivation among learners is more 
than a lifestyle issue; it is a public health 
concern. A long-term study condu(!(ed in 
Uganda by the Medical Research Council 
(MRC), the Uganda Virus Research Institute 
(UVRI) and the London School of Hygiene 
and Tropical Medicine (LSHTM),in partner­
ship with Reach A Hand Uganda,found that 
insufficient sleep contnbutes to conditions 
such as hypertension,heart disease and di-

Quality education and 
good health are inse­

~parable. Ensuring that 
our·cbildJ;en sleep. well 
is not optional. 

ShantalaKatana 
BeaIt.h 

Schools,families and communities all 
have a role to play. Addressing sleep depriva­
tion is part of delivering quality education 
and protecting learner wellbeing. The find­
ings speak directly to Sustainable Develop­
ment Goal 3 on "'Good Health and Wellbeing 
by highlighting links between sleep,mental 
health and the prevention ofnon-commu­
nicable diseases. They also support Sustain­
able Development Goal 4 on Quality Educa­
tion, which emphasises learning environ­

abetes. ForyoungPeople, however, the most , < ments that enable students to tlnjve.Ensur-
immediate concern is mental health and ing learners are well-reste.d istlierefore es-
alertness. sential to achieving both health and educa-

The study revealed worrying patterns. The tion outcomes. 
median sleep duration on school days was Ifwe are serious about improving learn-
just 4.8 hours,rising to 6.5 hours on non- ing outcomes and safeguarding children's 
school days. Only 12.8 percent of students health,sleep must be recognised as a poli-
reported getting the recommended seven cy issue,not merely a personal choice. The 
to 11 hours of sleep on school days,and 38.5 Ministry ofEducation and Sports, togeth-
percent on non-school days. Boarding stu- erwiththe Ministry of Health, should re-
dents fared worse than day students, expe- view sChool schedules and early-morning 
riencing more anxiety, sleep disruption and routines through a wellbeing lens,guilied 
fatigue. . by evidence on adolescent sleep needs.Na-

Environmental and social pressures com- tional school health policies should explicit-
pound the problem. Heavy worldoads, ly include sleep alongside nutrition,mental 
wake-up times as early as 3am,peer pres- health and physical activity. 
sure, extracurricular activities and late- Schools should adopt learner-friendly 
night social interactions all reduce rest. Day timetables and balanced worldoads. Teach-
students face additional challenges such as er training institutions can integrate sleep 
household responsibilities, overcrowded education into learner support frameworks, 
homes and unrestricted screen time. Many while parents should be sensitised to under-
learners report dozing offin class simply to stand that rest is essential. 
cope. Female students consistently report Quality education and good health are in-
poorer sleep satisfaction and alertness than separable. Ensuring that our children sleep 
their male peers. well is not optional. 

While sleep has a profound impact on 
health and performance, it is unavoidable, 
hence the need for balance. 

There are practical steps learners and I Ms ShantaJa Katana, Lead Gen Z Innovation 
and Engagement at Reach A Hand Uganda 
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Electoral reforms were needed 
yesterday for political stability 

Uganda's political stability is often 
judged by the regularity of its elec­
tions.Every five years, ballots are 

cast,results are declared, and the country is 
encouraged to move on.But stability is not 
simply about holding elections; it is about 
the confidence citizens place in the process 
and its outcomes. On this measure, Uganda 
faces a slow-burning crisis. Electoral reform 
is no lon,ger a matter of political conveni­
ence or partisan bargaining- it is a consti­
tutional and national necessity that is long 
overdue: . 
In constitutional democracies, the legiti­

macy of an electoral body depends as much 
on public trust as on formal authority. With­
out broad consultation, transparent vetting, 
and meaningful parliamentary consensus, 
the Commission struggles to command na­
tional confidence, especially in closely con­
tested elections. 

Electoral reform must therefore begin 
with strengthening the institutional inde­
pendence, accountability, and transparency 
of the Electoral Commission. This requfres 
revisiting how commissioners are appoint­
ed, the security of their tenure, and the ef­
fectiveness of oversight mechanisms. Such 
reforms would not weaken the state; they 
would reinforce its legitimacy. 

Equally urgent is reforming the legal en­
vironment in which elections are conduct­
ed. The Constitution guarantees treedoms 
of assembly, expression, association, and po­
litical participation. Yet during election pe-

Uganda still has an op­
portunity to choose re­
form over rupture. 

riods, these rights are frequently curtailed 
through selective enforcement of public or­
der laws, administrative barriers to Oppo­
sition activity, and extensive involvement 
of security agencies in civilian political pro­
cesses. While maintaining public order is a 
legitimate state function, excessive securiti­
sation of elections often produces the very 
instability it is meant to prevent. 

Clear legal limits on the role of securi- . 
ty forces during elections,stronger civilian 
oversight, and enforceable accountability 
for abuses are essential. Elections should be 
governed primarily by electoral law, not by 
coen:ion.A citiien who feels threatened by 
the state while exercising political rights is 
unlikely to trust the outcome of the process. 
Campaign financing is another structural 

weakness. Uganda's electoral laws provide 
. minimalregu1ation of campaign spend-

ing,allowing vast disparities in resources to 
go largely unchecked. ~-undermines the 
constitutional principle of equal political 
competition and fuels the Perception that 
elections are won through financial power 
rather than popular consent. Reforms intro­
ducing transparency in campaign funding, 
enforceable disclosure requirements,and 
realistic spending limits would help restore 
fairness and public confidence. 
The urgency of reform is heightened by 

Uganda's demographic reality. It is one of 
the youngest populations in the world, with 
most citizens born under a single presiden­
cy and having never witnessed a peaceful 
transfer of power through the ballot. For 
many young Ugandans, elections have be­
come rituals devoid of meaningful choice. 
Political disengagement in this context is . 
not apathy; it is a rational response to a sys­
tem perceived as closed. A political order 
that fails to meaningfully include its youth 
is not stable-it is fragile. 
Electoral reform should not be framed 

as a concession to Opposition parties or 
as a threat to incumbents. On the tontra­
~credible elections benefit those in pow­
er by strengthening legitimacy,reducing 
post-election conflict, and reinforcing the 
rule of law. Uganda still has an opportuni­
ty to choose reform over rupture.Declining 
voter turnout,recurring electoral disputes, 
growing political cynicism, and increas­
ing reliance on coercion are warning signs, 
not inconveniences. Stability built on fear, 
force, or resignation is temporary. Stabili­
ty grounded in credible institutions,lawful 
competition, and public trust endures. 

1-Mr Franco Balya is an independent 
political analyst • 
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